A few progressive design firms have begun to offer research services as part of their commitment to design influenced by credible research and their desire to develop a convincing set of project outcomes to verify their clients' success. More design firms are beginning to consider acquiring staff with research training and experience, as they consider making the transition to higher levels of rigor in research-informed or evidence-based models of practice. Since few design practitioners were trained in research methods as they earned traditional professional degrees, there may be a need for some guidance for those considering hiring a researcher. Design practitioners usually acquire a professional degree. Researchers usually acquire a master of science (MS) degree or a doctor of philosophy (PhD), or both, from any of several related fields.
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The MS degree is typically a degree requiring courses in research methods and library search skills, along with descriptive and analytic statistics, which prepare the person to work with and evaluate research. The student usually must prepare a thesis based on a serious search of the literature. The PhD degree, or doctorate, is usually preceded by courses similar to the research methods and statistics courses required as part of an MS degree. Some universities will award an MS along the path to a PhD if the student has not already earned an MS to gain admission to a PhD program. A doctoral student will gain a deeper understanding of scientific method and the theoretical frameworks associated with different research paths. The doctoral student's final hurdle is a dissertation in which new knowledge is contributed to the field.
Universities offer MS and PhD degrees in architecture, landscape architecture, urban planning, environmental planning, and interior design. In addition to degrees with a specific focus on the design realm, graduates from numerous other programs can work effectively with the design community. There are master's degrees and doctorates in construction management and engineering, including human factors, ergonomics, systems engineering, and civil and environmental engineering. Degrees in psychology, environmental psychology, sociology, human ecology, urban geography, and the behavioral sciences are relevant to design. Degrees in business, economics, and real estate can prepare one for work in the environmental field. In the health design realm, degrees in medicine, nursing, biomedical engineering, gerontology, and public health are all good experience for future collaboration with practitioners. Any and all of these degrees can be strong preparation for contributions to practice since the need will be to provide firms with research knowledge and experience, which can be gained in all of these and other paths.
Design practitioners who have earned a professional degree have not always had exposure to the research and statistics material from the research-focused degrees. In the United States, the accrediting body places so many requirements on the professional Master of Architecture curriculum that there is no room for research courses that would enhance an architect's ability to practice in a research-informed or evidence-based model. It is of course possible for someone with a professional degree to seek additional graduate education that supports their research skills, and there are strong programs that can be obtained while employed full-time.
Research Skills Are Needed in Design Firms
Individuals who have earned a doctorate have traditionally found their way into academia or the science professions. This is changing, as the practical world of design is beginning to recognize the value of research expertise. Research performed in practice is generally described as applied research, as opposed to academic and basic research. Applied research can be fully as important and valuable as academic research. There are new and emerging roles for research-trained staff at every level of a design practice. A qualified researcher can contribute effectively at numerous points along the path of a project (see Table 1 ).
Marketing
As a firm promotes itself in the marketplace, a researcher can help produce marketing and promotional materials that champion the firm's research efforts and results. A researcher can help document the firm's practice in a form that emphasizes the successful outcomes achieved for clients and the past collaborations with involved clients and university researchers. A researcher with a good sense of the firm's place in the field can help position the firm as one committed to basing design decisions upon the best credible evidence from science and practice. It is possible for firms to highlight their research capability on behalf of their clients. It is possible for a firm to be perceived as a learning organization and a leader in advancing best practice through knowledge generation. Positioning a firm as a progressive, innovative leader employing a successful evidence-based practice model may be an important strategic choice for a firm and might be more difficult without research experienced staff.
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Business Development
There are roles for researchers when the firm has identified a potential client and begins the dance of relationship building. A firm member with strong research experience may play a meaningful role when meeting potential clients. When the strategy for seeking a potential project includes the possibility of research, and especially if the client has expressed interest in measurement and outcomes, the firm's researchers may be important players in building a positive relationship. When the potential project has advanced to the request for qualifications or request for proposal stage, there may be specific questions that require a response about research qualifications and capabilities. Even if there are no such explicit questions, the firm may wish to differentiate itself from other firms by raising the possibility of rigorous outcomes measurement. An experienced researcher can add meaningful content during the proposal writing associated with business development.
A firm may wish to plan a collaborative venture in which the firm partners with research expertise within the client organization. The firm's research staff may play an important role in defining studies and team building. The proposed team may include external research consultants or academic researchers from a university. A researcher on staff can help develop the organization needed to perform the intended tasks.
Once a firm has been placed on a short list of firms to be interviewed, the researcher may be asked to play a role. Participating in client interviews is important for those projects that seek some sort of research or outcomes measurement. If the client has staff experienced with research methods, the firm's credibility may be tested in the exchanges around research topics. Having someone who can speak credibly about research methods and the value of outcomes measurement during the selection interview may be an effective differentiator for a firm.
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Programming
Preparing the project brief or program of functional and space requirements is sometimes the responsibility of an external consultant with special expertise. Whether internal or external, the program must be specific to each unique project. The programming phase sets most of the project parameters, including the budget, so it is imperative that research issues be addressed before these things are finalized. The firm's research experts can assist the designers and programmers who are identifying the client's key design issues. Turning the simple statements of a key design issue into a set of researchable questions is a researcher's task. 
Predesign
Once the project has been awarded, a researcher can assist in discovering the potential studies of highest interest to the owner. Identifying potential studies is an important role, as early planning makes success more likely. The researcher should have an early role in searching for evidence to guide the project. This includes searching for published research articles, best practice examples, and relevant expert opinion. The researcher can synthesize the collected information for the client and design team to guide project decisionmaking. The researcher can help the firm and the project manager identify potential study partners, often coming from the client's organization. It is important to make early commitments to research studies associated with projects. The researcher can help the project manager prepare internal budgets for the expected research effort.
Project Initiation
The researcher can serve the project manager during the project initiation phase when contracts are negotiated, along with budget and schedule. The team-building efforts associated with potential studies will be confirmed, as the contract is finalized. Any commitment to research studies on behalf of the client must be clarified and included at this stage. If the intention for such studies and the effort required to complete them are not understood and documented in the contract, attempts to add them later become much more difficult.
Planning Research Studies
The most obvious role for a researcher in a design firm is to plan and conduct research studies. The researcher will have knowledge of research methods and will therefore be able to select the most suitable methodologies for each proposed study. A research plan includes the implementation plan for the study, along with projections of personnel and equipment requirements. The skilled researcher will be able to achieve the maximum results with the minimum effort, as when utilizing unobtrusive data already being collected by the client.
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Schematic Design
During the earliest stages of design, researchers may find themselves assisting designers with interpretation of the design implications of the relevant research discovered in the literature search process. This includes helping the designers with reading of scholarly material, rating its credibility, and helping determine how what has been discovered may influence evidence-based design concepts. As design concepts are developed, the researcher will assist with thoughtful documentation of design hypotheses related to the concepts. The hypotheses should be linked to the intended outcomes associated with a completed design. The researcher will also be prepared to identify measures to be used upon project completion to confirm whether the design hypotheses have been supported, or not.
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Design Phases
A researcher may be asked to assist the design team at various points during the development of the project. The trained researcher will be an expert at finding relevant information to support the design team. As the design evolves and changes, the researcher may be required to confirm the appropriateness of the study methods and to amend them as necessary.
Conducting Research
A researcher working in a design firm will be qualified to conduct research projects associated with the documented design hypotheses. Selecting research methods that are appropriate to the purpose of each study is important to preserve the validity of the results. The researcher should be able to plan and carry out multiple studies associated with design projects, including before-after studies. Studies intended to compare performance before and after a project will require the researcher to plan to gather baseline data before the construction process has begun.
Post-Occupancy Evaluation
A researcher will have the ability to perform data collection and measurement tasks associated with a post-occupancy evaluation of projects. While ideal post-occupancy studies might best be performed by an independent third party, this is not always possible, and a researcher can be a good liaison to an external reviewer. If the review is performed internally, the researcher will be aware of actions that may tend to allow bias in the reporting.
Project Completion
Once the project has been completed, the researcher will be involved with continuing to gather the data required by the studies. Each research study will need to be carefully documented to the standards expected of an academic researcher. The data for each client and the study's findings related to a project will be made available for their review. In most cases, the data will show that thoughtful planning has resulted in expected outcomes that help justify the expenditure.
Boards will be pleased to show that they have been good stewards of the community's limited resources. Similarly, positive outcomes will bolster the firm's ability to boast, and any negative outcomes can be explained as lessons learned which will not be repeated.
In the course of documenting studies and their outcomes, the researchers in firms should be encouraged to submit reports of the studies to academic, peer-reviewed journals, in addition to announcements made in the professional press. The firm's credibility rises each time a study can be described as independently peer reviewed rather than appearing to be promotional and self-aggrandizing.
Researchers Can Add Value to Design Firms
The researcher in a design firm may be simultaneously involved with multiple projects and conducting research studies that confirm design hypotheses and document outcomes on behalf of the clients. Project-specific roles are not the only way a firm can utilize staffers with research expertise. In addition to using research and performing research to improve the quality of project-specific design decisions, a firm's researcher may be involved in research studies on behalf of the firm's process improvement.
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Internal Research Studies
Studies not associated with projects may be intended to advance the knowledge in the field or to answer questions unique to the firm. Some studies may be conducted on behalf of the firm to answer similar questions asked by multiple clients or by the design and documentation staff of the firm. Some research may in fact be about improving the firm's practice model. Questions about the evidence-based or research-informed design process may be answered by careful study.
Speaking and Writing
The researchers in a firm should be encouraged to speak and publish. There is indirect marketing value whenever a firm's researcher and colleagues in the firm are published in professional magazines or journals and speak publicly at conferences. This type of sharing spreads the firm's reputation, promotes the expertise of the firm, and contributes to the public's impression of the firm's values and qualifications.
In some design firms, the research enterprise has been separated from the for-profit business as an independent yet related not-for-profit consultancy. In others, the researchers are employed just as any other member of the firm. In still other firms, the researchers are engaged as external, independent consultants who work on a project-by-project contractual basis. Finding the most appropriate organizational structure for managing the research-oriented aspects of a design practice may include a variety of formats and financial structures.
Some practitioners have yet to see the value of research expertise on staff, fearing perhaps that the cost will be difficult to amortize across the firm's range of projects, or wondering how such an individual might be fully utilized if they lack traditional design skills. There is potential for significant full-time involvement of individuals with these research skills. The time has come to realize that involvement with serious research on behalf of clients will soon be an expectation of the marketplace. I predict that research expertise at some level will soon become a basic cost of doing business for complex and demanding healthcare clients. If you are a design practitioner, you may wish to give some thought to your firm's position in the rapidly changing marketplace.
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